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The United States Army War College's mission is to
produce officers prepared to assume the responsibilities of
strategic leadership. The means of achieving these ends is
to develop the students' ability to think; and the way to
accomplish this development is through executive level
seminars. Strategic leaders must make informed decisions
which allow them to take authoritative action without proof
of its "correctness." Learning the essential thinking
skills requires student discussions, explicit emphasis on
critical thinking procedures and methods using varied
examples, and verbalization of methods and strategies. For
this to occur the seminar climate must be one of trust and
an openness to change. The instructor must create this
atmosphere and effectively facilitate critical inquiry from
the resulting discourse. A framework for instructors to
develop the skills necessary to accomplish these is
presented.
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INTRODUCTION

"Strategic leadership is accidental, being in the right

place at the right time. But if opportunity is essential,

so is preparation."' Clausewitz demystifies the term

"genius" by referring to it as merely "a very highly

developed mental aptitude for a particular occupation. ",2

The purpose of the United States Army War College (USAWC) is

to augment this "preparation" by nurturing the development

of the "mental aptitude" of those military officers and

civilian attendees. Specifically, its mission is to:

Produce graduates who are prepared to assume
leadership responsibilities in a strategic
security 3 environment during peacetime and
wartime.

Graduates are to have an executive level 4 frame of

reference that encompasses "an understanding of the previous

decision base and the situation, particularly the cause and

effect relationships that determine outcomes." This frame

of reference is based on experience and knowledge. "It is a

"mental map'...an operating model of reality" which the

graduate ases to "acquire and interpret information." 5 More
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simply, our frame of reference is the cognitive, rather than

visual, lens through which we "see" the world.6

If achieving an executive frame of reference is the

Ends, then the Ways is by developing the students' abilities

to think; and the Means is through executive level

seminars. 7 The "intent is to nurture how and why [students]

think as [they] do rather than what [they] think...The

student seminar group is [the] basic organization for

learning." 8 Unfortunately, accomplishing this objective is

even more difficult than it might first appear. For what

fails to be noted above is that an individual's frame of

reference shapes the very experiences and knowledge from

which it too is formed. This in turn, has a major impact on

a person's thinking. We are, in fact, confronted with a

"chicken and egg" conundrum. The Ends and Ways cannot be

separated. An individual's frame of reference tends to be

self-limiting. The "lens" too, needs to be taken out and

looked at. 9

This paper will clarify the nature of critical thinking

which USAWC is attempting to foster. Furthermore, it

promotes the notion that participation in executive level

seminars can not only have a favorable impact on the

development of one's thinking, but give rise to a

restructuring of an individual's frame of reference. One's

frame of reference can be self-enriching, as well as, self-
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limiting. Finally, it describes a program to enhance the

skills of those charged with the responsibility of

facilitating this development.

THE RAREFIED SWAMP

"Why do you want to mess with my thinking? Thank you

very much, but I've gotten pretty far by doing what I do;

"If it ain't broke, don't fix it!'" This is a legitimate

concern. People attending executive level seminars in any

organization are success stories. They have excelled at

what they do. They are their organization's definition of

excellence. So why change?

All this success has made them the top and most senior

members of the organization's '"rising stars." And herein

lies the answer. In the organizational scheme, these people

are still a promise, a potentiality. Tested and tried, the

best bet, but they are still a possibility--not a final

product. The tasks remaining to be accomplished require

skills and abilities not yet fully developed.

Progression to full maturity in life in general, and in

one's professional development in particular, is not a

linear function. There are plateaus, transition points

along the way. There is nothing broken, nothing to be

fixed. Executive level schooling is not remedial, but
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rather, transformational. It is a transition point.

Executors must become executives.
I0

The transformation from executor to executive is the

transformation from problem solver to problem setter. II As

an executor, being credited with good thinking--"having a

good head on your shoulders," has generally been a boss's

evaluation of the skill with which given missions have been

accomplished. Executives, however, work in an environment

of great "complexity and uncertainty which demands the

imposition of order" 12 before actions can be taken.

Effective thinking at this level therefore, requires a

broader capacity, the ability to identify the questions to

be asked, to decipher problems, and to formulate goals.
13

Executives must have a strategic perspective. Their focus

is in front of them on what cannot yet be seen. They must

insure that the course is gainfully charted before skills

and resources are brought to bear "in conditions of

ignorance, risk, and confusion."1 4 The stakes are too high

to do otherwise.

... there is nothing so terrible in all human
experience as a bad plan effectively carried out,
when immense technical resources are concentrated
in solving the wrong problems. Hell has no senate
more formidable than a conspiracy 5 of shortsighted
leaders and quickwitted experts.
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Clearly disaster can be the product of a flawed plan, as

well as maladroit execution. Perhaps the greatest

catastrophe, however, is the coupling of an inept plan with

a highly effective operator. In such instances, even the

potential for success is non-existent. Failure is assured.

The cost of failure may vary, but it will be paid.

Executive leaders must shape the future, not fall

victim to it. They must be proactive rather than reactive.

This indeed is a profound challenge. The modern world is a

kaleidoscope--the cliche makes it no less true. The

pervasiveness and significance of change is enough to make

even the most self-confident individuals shrink from the

task of leadership. The problems to be solved are ill-

defined; the decisions to be made unclear, the second and

third order effects near imperceptible. Donald Schon's

metaphorical depiction of the world of professional practice

captures this situation. He describes a "varied topography"

with "a high ground overlooking a swamp. On the high ground

manageable problems lend themselves to solution through the

application of research-based theory and technique. In the

swampy lowlands, messy, confusing problems defy technical

solution."'16 Indeed they tend not to present themselves as

problems at all but as "messy situations."'17

In the slippery tangle of the swamp, problems and

decisions must be "constructed from the materials of
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problematic situations which are puzzling, troubling, and

uncertain."'18 Parameters are seldom available and never

clear. The novel and unique thrive. There are competing

views on the nature of the problems as well as their

solutions. It is difficult to determine if or when an

adequate solution has even been identified. "The right"

answer does not exist, but some answers are better, and some

are wrong. Deception abounds. Good answers conflict with

other good answers, and each carries a cost. The standard

application of trusted principles no longer works. Taken-

for-granted norms of thought and behavior also fall short of

the mark. And the emerged leaders have replaced the old

authority in whom they had so often taken recourse. They

have no one to look to but themselves. Yet decisions must

be made; at times, quickly. Welcome to the executive suite.

Welcome to the swamp!

CRITICAL THINKING

Clausewitz too was interested in such murky matters.

He noted that the aspect of war attracting the greatest

attention is the engagement. This is so because in spite of

the "fog of battle," commanders have to make "rapid and

accurate decision[s]." He referred to the "coup d'oeil" or

the "inward eye" characteristic of true military genius.
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"Stripped of metaphor... the concept merely refers to the

quick recognition of a truth that the mind would ordinarily

miss or would perceive only after long study and

reflection." 19 Today we might call it intuition, or more

accurately, insight.

"What about this intuition thing? My MBTI tells me I

have an 'SJ Temperament.' Are you saying only 'NT's need

apply?"2 0 Take heart, although ignorance far outweighs

knowledge when it comes to understanding intuition, it seems

evident that intuition is neither gender related nor

bestowed by a capricious God. Within limits, intuition can

be developed. Clausewitz again, offers us some thoughts.

He posited that military genius, of which he believed

intuition to be a key element, was possible only among

highly intelligent peoples of advanced societies.21 This

conclusion is debatable, but does suggest that experience,

as well as intelligence, is a factor and thus "the inward

eye" is neither randomly assigned nor divinely conferred.

It is acquired.

Modern educators and psychologists have also helped

remove the shroud from the concept of intuition--let us call

it insight. Not surprisingly, it involves learning and

thinking; and the interaction between the two. In making

sense out of situations perceived as unique, individuals

make use of information already in their possession. 22 At a
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minimum, these prior situations serve as precedents or

examples from which comparisons can be made. The executive

"sees the unfamiliar, unique situation as both similar to

and different from the familiar one, without first being

able to say similar or different with respect to what.
"2 3

So one's past is important, because it brings "a repertoire

of actions, examples, images and understandings to the

unique situation.
''24

The "problem-setting experiment"25 can now begin. This

process allows identification of the problem, and definition

of the decision, the ends to be achieved, and the means by

which they will be accomplished.2 6 In essence, a measure of

order has been brought to a situation where none had

previously existed, converting it to a problem to which

actions can be applied. The speed with which all this can

be accomplished depends upon the particular problematic

situation and the extent of the repertoire available to

engage it. It seems that "the moment of insight is only

possible after some patient accumulation."
27'28

Just what is a "problem-setting experiment?"

Some call it reflection-in-action, 2 9 others learning-in-

action.30  It involves individuals' conversation with both

their actions and their thinking, and the impact of each.

It is a continuing and redundant metacognitive 31 process.

Yesterday's answers now find their greatest value in helpin7
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to formulate "discriminating questions [that can be] put in

conditions of chaos and uncertainty and in the absence of a

definite answer. ''32 Rather than producing "the answer,"

such questions may lead to a course of action to which

further questions must be directed. At other times, they

provide new assumptions upon which to reflect. Ultimately,

this could not only lead to a restructuring of the

problematic situation, but quite possibly to the

individual's basic frames of reference. Application of

critical thinking to each aspect of this discourse is

essential to a successful outcome.

Critical thinking is a rational response to

problematic situations that cannot be resolved definitively

and for which all the relevant information may not be

available.33 It involves an investigation of the

problematic situation, the actions being taken, the actor's

frame of reference, and the ongoing impact all three have on

each other. The purpose is to "arrive at a hypothesis or

conclusion" that can be "convincingly justified."'34

Justification is necessitated by the ill-defined nature of

the problem. 35 This in turn, allows the individual to make

a committed decision in a relativistic and uncertain world.

Authoritative action can then be undertaken without proof of

its "correctness." It is important to note that critical

thinking is not an endless process nor a means of avoidance.
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Quite the contrary. The critical thinker fully understands

that there is real uncertainty about how a problem may best

be solved, yet is able to offer an informed judgment about

the problem situation that renders some kind of closure. 36

Critical thinking allows an individual to determine what to

believe and do when neither are ascertainable. It also

enables the thinker to answer the question, "When do I stop

thinking?"

FACILITATING CRITICAL THINKING

The question, of course, is out there. "Can critical

thinking be taught?" The answer is a firm, "Yes and no." A

person's thinking style develops over an extended period of

time, and is the outcome of at least three factors: (a) an

innate range of intellectual potential; (b) incidental

learning through reinforced trial and error, or exposure to

models; and (c) formal educational processes. 37 The

relative weight of each of these elements is difficult to

determine and may well vary from person to person. The

executive level seminar, however, contributes only a

portion.

Perhaps a more important question is, "Can critical

thinking be learned?" Again, the answer is, "Yes and no,"

but it is clear that learning is the primary ingredient in
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two out of the three components. This "teaching-learning"

distinction is not inconsequential. It has to do with the

nature of the cognitive processes involved, as well as the

responsibilities and skills instructors must bring into the

school house. It is the difference between instilling

knowledge and helping students learn to pursue it.
38

The next question, of course, is "What is the most

effective method for facilitating the learning of critical

thinking?" The best answer is that it depends on the

goal, the students, the content, and the teacher.
39

Goals

The ultimate goal, of course, is for students to

significantly enhance their ability to think effectively.

Although elegantly concise and simply stated, several

proverbial cans of worms have just lost their lids. Zealots

from various educational and philosophical camps are

readying themselves for what is to follow.

For some twenty years, there have been several highly

visible developments in education dealing with instructional

objectives ana the mastery model of learning.

Behaviorists 4 0 are unequivocal, terminal behaviors must be

specified in precisely observable and measurable terms.

"Enhance ability to think effectively" would be unacceptably

nebulous. Theorists who view learning as a "process of

inquiry," on the other hand, vehemently denounce the very
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idea of preset or prescribed learning objectives.4 1 They

see objectives as not only restrictive but unsound. These

educators "do not intend or expect one outcome or one

cluster of outcomes but any one of several, a plurality."
42

The difference here is between teaching by objectives, and

teaching toward objectives.

Perhaps there is some middle ground. If one were to

accept that there are two broad dimensions by which subject

matter can be categorized: "the degree to which the content

or domain can be 'specified' and the degree to which the

content or domain can be "mastered,'43 some resolution can

be achieved. Such a breakdown would result in three

combinations of material: one in which the entire content

is completely specifiable and masterable; one in which the

entire content is specifiable but not masterable; and, one

in which the content is neither specifiable nor able to be

mastered.4 4 A third element could also be added to these

categories concerning the necessity to master the domain.

The domains that can be specified could then be either

essential to master or non-essential. 45 Logic would dictate

that if a domain is not masterable it cannot be essential to

do so.

Keeping the above discourse in mind we return to the

discussion of goals. Probably all would agree that "enhance

ability to think effectively," is one of those goals that
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cannot be totally specified, cannot be entirely mastered,

and fortunately, is not essential to master. A journey such

as this has no end. 46 This does not mean, however, it

should not be undertaken. In fact, all who do will succeed,

though not in equal measure. The intent of an executive

level seminar is for all participants to expand their

individual abilities to the greatest extent possible.

Furthermore, it is seen as the beginning of the journey and

not an end in and of itself. Now, let us return to the

middle ground.4

To accommodate the difference between the call for

specific behavioral objectives with minimum standards, and

the desire to have neither, some have used the term

"behavioral indicants. ''48 This involves an analysis of the

desired outcome to determine a set of more specific, and

generally agreed upon, characteristic behaviors. No minimum

standards of achievement, however, would be applied, nor is

there any claim that these comprise a complete set of

constituents. This is a practical solution, though perhaps

not fully satisfying theoretically. It helps, of course, if

the behavioral indicants are valued in their own right

independently of their relationship to the top-level goal. 49

Critical thinking is difficult to quantify, and there

has been less than full agreement on just what constitutes

good thinking. However, many are very willing to try.
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I propose that we abandon polarizing debates and
focus on identifying a manageable framework of
common skills that clearly generalize across
academic and practical areas. If we hope to teach
students to develop generalized and specialized
reasoning strategies, we must provide them with a
coherent skills framework that will help them
understand how these general and specific
strategies relate to each other and how they can
be brought t 0bear up to academics, life, and
novel tasks.

Some of the indicants that have been identified are:

"Distinguishes between facts and opinions," "Identifies

errors in reasoning,"5 1"Listens carefully to others' ideas,"

"Distinguishes between logically valid and invalid

inferences."'52 Similarly, others have classified thinking

"into skill clusters" that involve clarifying and

challenging issues and terms, analyzing arguments, judging

the credibility of evidence, using inductive and deductive

reasoning, identifying and handling argument fallacies, and

making value judgments. 53 These are but a few examples

taken from more extensive lists, but they are enough to make

two points. First, "there is a considerable difference

between good thinking and the kind of thinking that most of

us habitually do." 54 Secondly, enough constituent behaviors

can be identified and specified so that they can be taught,

practiced, and learned, just as any other skill. 55 Alas, it

will always be a matter of degree.
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Students

Adults attend executive level seminars. And adults are

not children. Sometimes the blinding light of the obvious

prevents us from seeing the necessity of giving it some

thought.56 The not so obvious educational implications will

emerge shortly. Without going into detail at this point,

five characteristics will be noted.5 7 First, by definition,

adults are "self-directing." They have a need to be seen

and treated by others as responsible and independent.

Secondly, adults possess a rich reservoir of experience

which they bring to the learning situation. Next, adults

become ready to learn when they perceive a need to do so.

This need generally arises from developmental and social

changes in their lives. Related to this, they have a

problem-centered, as opposed to a subject-centered,

orientation to learning. They want learning to be

immediately useful. Finally, their learning is motivated

primarily by internal desires such as enhanced self-esteem

and a better quality of life.5 8 Another attribute, however,

more peculiar to participants in executive level seminars

warrants fuller discussion.

As previously stated, attendees at the USAWC or any

other executive level seminars, are the top performers of

the upper level of an organization's middle echelon

leadership. This presents yet another epigrammatic

situation--the "double-edged sword." Adults in general, and
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this high-powered group in particular, are more task

oriented and have a stronger desire to "do the job right,"

than would a group of younger students. Moreover, seminar

attendees tend not only to be a more intelligent subsample

of the adult population, but again, just by virtue of their

adult status, they have an "expanded repertoire and can

select from the environment those things relevant to the

task"5 9 Their work efficiency and ability to learn have

never been better. In the developmental schemes of Jean

Piaget 60 and William Perry, 61 adults have the potential to

engage in the most elevated forms of intellectual activity.

They are able to generate possibilities and to rethink in

light of those possibilities. Moreover, they can see the

relationship between factors and the second and third order

effects.

Paradoxically, problems plague this pack of presumably

perfect pupils.62 Paramount among these problems is these

people tend to be prisoners of the past--their own past.

"[W]e are caught in our own history and are reliving

it.. .new experience is assimilated to and--transformed by--

one's past experience. ''63 Consequently, the very nature of

an ill-defined problem is determined in greater measure by

the solver than by any external reality. 64  "[C]hange can

now only be introduced by first abandoning what has up to

now felt like the 'right' approach and them stepping out of
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this frame of reference to 'reframe' the problem."65 This

is evermore difficult if, to date, these frames have always

worked. Seminar participants' prior success and exceptional

knowledge make them less willing to take risks and explore

new approaches. They are likely to rely on strategies that

have worked in the past, even when they are no longer

effective. They "are reluctant to suffer a blow to self-

esteem by being proved 'wrong.'"'66 Why is this so?

Frames of reference must be revisited. These "mental

maps", "cognitive lenses," "operating model of reality"

through which we "acquire and interpret information," are

essentially a set of firmly internalized assumptions formed

as an outcome of the individual's continuous adaptation to

whatever life has meted out. Enmeshed in this "network of

assumptions" are the "person's beliefs, wants, norms, and

factual knowledge." 67 They give direction and meaning to

life. In essence, they define for us who we are.

The process of critical self-reflection, therefore,

carries with it the prospect for profoundly changing not

only the way we make sense of the world and other people,

but of ourselves.68 Critical thinking requires more than

cognitive activities such as logical reasoning or

scrutinizing arguments for assertions unsupported by

objective evidence. Thinking critically means recognizing

the assumptions undergirding our beliefs and behaviors. It
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demands we be able to justify our ideas and actions.

Foremost, it means we earnestly endeavor to judge the

rationality of these justifications.69

Because we are all trapped by our own meaning
perspectives, we can never really make
interpretations of our experiences free of bias.
Consequently, our greatest assurance of
objectivity comes from exposing an expressed idea
to rational and reflective discourse.. .Critical
reflection means to challenge the validity of
presuppositions in prior learning... critical
reflection addresses the question of the
justification for the very premises on which
problems are posed or defined in the first place.
can result in changes in c96e values.. .this allows
paradigm shifts to occur.

How we understand and account for the events of our

lives; how we find significance in these events and create

meaning, are "interpretive activities that occur within the

framework of our assumption clusters. "171 They provide us

with what we call "human nature," "common sense," and

"truth." Because they are so familiar, we do not question

them. Because they have been so dependable, we trust them.

Because we have been so successful, we do not readily part

with them.

Content

Traditionally "education" focuses on the teaching of

"course content;" the facts, principles, and theories which

students are to learn, and teachers are to impart--knowledge

replacing a vacuum between the student's right and left ear.



19

Relatively little attention is given to teaching higher-

order reasoning skills, though in recent years, interest has

been growing. As with every other aspect of executive level

seminars discussed to this point, "What to teach?" is

subject to some debate. Even if the primary objective is

for students to enhance their thinking skills, a curriculum

must be developed. What is the nature of the sponsoring

organization? How extensive a program is being designed?

What resources are available? These are just a few of the

many questions in need of answers. In some instances, these

seminars could take the form of workshops. The USAWC is

probably unique in the length and extent of offerings. It

will, however, be the one discussed.

Some question the necessity of teaching critical

thinking skills at all. They assume these faculties will

spontaneously occur through a natural developmental

unfolding, or that students will eventually stumble 72 upon

them as they engage various assignments. The most common

point of discussion, however, centers on whether to have a

separate course, specifically designed to facilitate the

learning of thinking skills or to infuse this effort into

the overall curriculum. No need to hold your breath

waiting, given the time and resources, the most effective

results come from doing both.

Knowledge and thinking are interdependent.
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Clearly the substance of thought, if not the
process of thinking, is constrained by what one
knows.. .The vast majority of people who have made
great and original contributions to their fields
have not only been effective thinkers, they have
known a lot about their area; their heads have3
contained, as it were, much food for thought.

Teaching thinking and teaching conventional content

therefore, are complementary. Thinking requires one to

think about something.74 Recognizing the interdependence of

thinking and knowledge, however, does not deny the

distinction. People may well differ in applying what they

know. Education must both impart knowledge and develop

thinking skills.7 5 Neglect of either produces a diminished

outcome.

The USAWC prepares attendees for their final

assignment, more so than the next. 7 6 Acquiring evanescent

facts does not constitute adequate preparation. Even those

retained as mementos of war college days may be "of the old

school," when alumni's names start appearing on the entrance

of their various organizations' executive suites. Graduates

rather, must have come to grips with the indeterminacy of

knowledge; and poised in its presence, be their own, most

trusted consultant. "Okay, cut all this rococo verbiage.

These guys--and gals--have to confront all this VUCA stuff

and they're left handling the buck. How do we train them to

do it?"
77
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Unfcrtunately, when it comes to helping students become

critical thinkers, scholars seem more convinced that the

teaching should be done, than how it should be done. Most

writers on the topic, however, identify three fundamental

elements in learning to think critically.7 8 First of all, a

person must have the proper attitude. Discussion cf this

ingredient will come later. The other two factors are

knowledge and skill.

Although thinking comes quite naturally it seems that

critical thinking does not. 79 As Henry Ford put it

"Thinking is hard work, and that's why so few people do

it!" 80 So as a necessary starter, students should be

specifically instructed in the methods of logical inquiry

and reasoning. The skill in applying them will come only

from relentless practice. This does not mean a course in

formal logic. It means analyzing and scrutinizing the types

of behaviors we engage in daily when solving problems or

making decisions. Previously, we discussed behavioral

indicants of critical thinking such as "judging the

credibility of evidence" and "handling argument fallacies."

The question now becomes, "What do you have to know or do to

execute these successfully?"

The behaviors involved in performing these tasks are,

of course, many and frequently overlap. Certainly, in

judging the credibility of evidence we would want to find
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out the source of the evidence. Is it a person or

scientific analysis? If it is a person is there any

conflict of interest? We are less likely to believe the

account of the person involved in an accident than that of

an uninvolved eyewitness. Is it an eyewitness account or

hearsay? Does the fact that I like the source person or

dislike the source person have an impact? Generally, we

tend to believe people we like over people we dislike. How

long ago did the event occur for which the evidence is being

given? The list is virtually endless.

Errors in reasoning are common. For example, typically

those committing an act perceive things differently than

those observing it--the so called "actor-observer bias." If

we see a person angrily shouting at a sales clerk, the

tendency is to assume the person is a rude individual rather

than entertain the probability that there is some external

cause for this behavior. To more accurately determine this

we need to answer three questions. First, does this person

frequently shout at this sales clerk? Does this person

frequently shout at other people? Do other people

frequently shout at this sales clerk? If we were to find

that this person gets along well with everyone else, and

that many people get into arguments with this sales clerk,

we would more logically attribute the reaction to the sales

clerk and not the person shouting. At other times we are


